Opportunities for cancer prevention and early detection among children.
The tumors of infants, children, and adolescents are generally deep seated rather than superficially located cancers of epithelial structures. Appropriate mass screening techniques (i.e., pap smear, mammogram, hemoccult test, or chest radiograph) have not been available for the early detection of childhood tumors. It is widely believed that the tumors of children are not suitable for mass screening tests. Therefore, they are diagnosed most often at an advanced stage. An inexpensive urine test has been found to be effective in detecting neuroblastoma at an early, preclinical stage in infants as young as 6 months. The tumors detected in this manner have a high rate of curability. This test appears to be suitable for wide application and has been shown to be both cost-effective and medically effective. Much less is known about the possible causes of the cancers of children than about the cancers of adults, so preventive measures are less well defined. Children in whom cancer develops are more likely to have a genetic predisposition due to one of the rare but numerous heritable genetic defects associated with more than 100 such known syndromes or an acquired genetic defect. Such children are predisposed to cancer because they already have an inherited or acquired somatic genetic lesion and are more susceptible to another genetic insult that results in neoplasia. Such children should be screened regularly for the early detection of cancer. They also constitute a special population to which maximal preventive efforts should be applied, both because they are at high risk and because they constitute a unique population for testing the effectiveness of proposed preventive measures. Cancer is a multifactorial, multistep process that results in the highest incidence of cancer among older adults after a lifetime of exposure to known and presumed cancer risks. Current efforts at cancer prevention are aimed primarily at adults. A greater challenge, which should be even more effective, is to motivate children, their parents, and teachers to prevent the cancers of adults during childhood.